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Abstract 
This qualitative study focuses on the impact of a supportive 12-week programme intended to 
empower young people who are not in employment, education or training (NEET) to pursue 
life-career goals of their own choosing.  The programme is viewed through the conceptual 
lens of the Capability Approach of Amartya Sen, an approach to social justice that stresses 
the power to make and implement lifestyle choices.  Fourteen young people who attended the 
Prince’s Trust team programme were interviewed.  Their accounts of their experience of the 
programme were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis.  Participants 
found the programme to be a positive confidence-building experience, and it enabled them to 
deploy their existing resources in pursuit of a personally meaningful goal.    
 
 
Introduction: NEET young people, social justice and career development 
In recent years, unemployed youth have sometimes been characterised as ‘not in 
employment, education or training’ (NEET) in both policy and research discourse.  This label 
seeks to capture a broader population than the term ‘unemployed’, as it is not restricted to 
those who are economically active, seeking work on the labour market, or in receipt of 
welfare benefits for reason of unemployment.  The NEET category can be understood in a 
wider context of social change that has extensively restructured the relationship between 
young people, work and education (Ainley & Allen, 2010; Simmons, Thompson, Tabrizi & 
Nartey, 2014).  Career pathways are more individualised and less predictable (Roberts, 1997) 
and potentially placing more responsibility on young people to find their own way.  
NEET status is often transitory, and the young people who pass through it are highly diverse 
(Eurofound, 2016). Indeed, the label defines young people by what they are not; it conveys 
no information about their important characteristics (Yates & Payne, 2006). They are 
heterogeneous and may face issues that are more salient than unemployment.  Spielhofer et al 
(2010) point to important barriers to participation in education and training including lack of 
finance, transport provision and knowledge of opportunities. Whilst a sub-group may benefit 
from a period away from work or learning, NEET status is associated with socio-economic 
disadvantage (Duckworth & Schoon, 2012; Russell, 2016, Thompson, 2011). NEET young 
people remain a concern for governments, and a target for active labour market policy 
interventions (Hutchinson, Beck & Hooley, 2015), although lack of clarity about the nature of 
the NEET group may hamper the effective targeting of public policy (Maguire, 2015). It 
remains a deeply problematic category (Furlong, 2006), and yet one that provides a useful 
reference point for analysis (Eurofound, 2016; Simmons, Thompson, Tabrizi & Nartey, 
2014).  
Three contemporary factors have intensified perennial concerns about NEET young people.  
Firstly, the banking crisis in 2008 and the subsequent global economic downturn resulted in 
elevated levels of youth unemployment across Europe (European Commission, 2016) 
providing a powerful reminder that youth labour markets are vulnerable to the economic 
cycle (Bell & Blanchflower, 2011; Scarpetta, Sonnet & Manfredi, 2010). Secondly, young 
people are particularly affected by the casualisation of work, and the growth of insecure 
employment (Avis, 2014; Eichhorst & Rinne, 2014; IPPR, 2014).  This can lead to work 
patterns that Shildrick, Macdonald, Webster and Garthwaite (2012) have labelled a ‘low-pay, 
no pay cycle’. Some scholars use the term ‘churn’ to describe moving in and out of NEET 
status (e.g. Simmons & Thompson, 2011).   Thirdly, there is an emerging evidence base 
suggesting that NEET status can be associated with long-term detriments, a phenomenon 
referred to as ‘scarring’.  There is persuasive evidence that youth unemployment can lead to 
enduring labour market disadvantage: this is ‘economic scarring’ (e.g. Brandt & Hank, 2014).  
Some emerging evidence suggests detrimental impacts on mental health and health behaviour 
that can endure to mid-adulthood: this is ‘health scarring’ (Strandh, Winefield, Nilsson & 
Hammarström, 2014). For these reasons, any approach that may ameliorate the harmful 
impact of NEET status is potentially of great interest. 
This research explores the effectiveness of a short personal development programme for 
NEET young people, through the experiences and perceptions of the participants.  A more 
extensive project with a related focus was presented by Simmons and Thompson (2011).  
They conducted an ethnographic study of the experiences of participants and professionals 
involved in the ‘E2E’ programme in England. This programme was aimed at 16-18 year-old 
NEET young people and aimed to move them towards work-related learning. Often delivered 
in a further education college context, the programme incorporated elements of personal 
development, core skills, and vocational skills development, but with a flexible curriculum 
and no required qualification outcomes. This enabled the enthusiastic staff to make the 
provision flexible to individual and group needs.  Participants appreciated its distinctiveness 
from their school experiences. Difficulties in sourcing work experience and converting it to 
employment remained.  Simmons and Thompson noted the relatively low status of E2E. They 
located the provision in a wider context of the UK’s specific history of provision for youth in 
transition to adulthood.  They argue that inequality is an outcome of such provision: work-
related qualifications for the disadvantaged offer negligible economic benefits and the 
drawbacks of a neoliberal globalised economy are felt mainly by the less advantaged. 
The study reported in this paper is more modest in scope, but can be seen in the context of a 
wider trend towards highlighting the importance of social justice in career development 
practice. Irving and Malik’s (2005) landmark publication represented an important step in the 
international resurgence of interest in this dimension of practice.  A special edition of the 
International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance made a further contribution to 
the systematic consideration of social justice, and explored its relationship to guidance 
practice (Arthur, 2014; Müller, 2014; Sultana, 2014).   
A distinctive approach to social justice is adopted here. A supportive intervention is viewed 
through the conceptual lens of the Capability Approach (CA). This is derived from the work 
of economist, philosopher and Nobel laureate Amartya Sen (1980; 1985a, b; 1990; 1992; 
1993; 2004; 2009).  The CA represents an approach to social justice and freedom which has 
particular resonance with the concerns of career development (Robertson, 2015).   
 
 
 
Conceptual underpinning:  The Capability Approach 
The Capability Approach (CA) was originally conceived as a humane approach to economic 
development in emerging nations.  As such it seeks to shift the emphasis from seeing people 
as economic units contributing to the gross domestic product of a nation, towards a view that 
the economy exists to serve people and facilitate the kind of lives they wish to lead.  Through 
asking the question - ‘equality of what?’ - Sen (1980) drew attention to a problem of what 
social justice efforts are seeking to achieve.  Rather than prescriptions for redistribution of 
wealth, or a system of fair rules, Sen’s approach draws attention to diversity in human needs 
and aspirations, and the crucial role of resources (‘commodities’ in the language of CA) 
required to achieve a desired lifestyle. Sen advocates supporting people to be and to do that 
which they have reason to value.   
Their potential to access life chances must be real, not hypothetical; Sen’s conception 
demands pragmatism. Freedom and well-being are assessed not just in terms of lifestyles that 
have been attained, but also those that are genuinely attainable. People may seek life-careers 
that are culturally specific, but crucially it is they (not governments or other powerful actors) 
that determine the values that underpin choice. CA is about promoting well-being, but it sees 
well-being neither in purely economic nor psychological terms.  Rather it focuses on 
empowerment: capability means genuine choice and the realistic ability to implement those 
choices to achieve a valued lifestyle.  
In spite of its origins in welfare economics for developing and emerging economies, CA has 
been applied to economically-disadvantaged people in relatively prosperous nations.  More 
specifically it has been used as a framework to make sense of support structures for young 
people in transition to adulthood in Europe (Bifulco, 2012; Hollywood et al., 2012; Otto et 
al., 2015).  This provides a fresh and contrasting perspective to the dominant approaches to 
government funded labour market activation measures in the UK (Dean, Bonvin, Vielle & 
Farvaque, 2005; Egdell & McQuaid, 2016; Lindsay, McQuaid & Dutton, 2007; Orton, 2011). 
These have tended to focus on rapid placement into employment, known as “work first 
approaches”, and for young people in particular, skills development known as “human capital 
approaches”1. CA considers something these interventions tend to ignore: the personal 
meaning of career experiences and social identities for young people. Top-down 
policymaking for youth unemployment may be driven both by economic and compassionate 
concerns, but has shown minimal interest in what young people want to do with their lives. 
Sen’s CA can help to address this deficit.    
CA is an approach, not a theory. Sen’s conception is intentionally under-specified, so as to 
allow its application in diverse contexts. While its lack of content is arguably a weakness, it 
does make it very adaptable.  I have sought to apply CA to the study of careers and career 
guidance (Robertson, 2015; Robertson & Egdell, 2017), and argued that there is much 
commonality in the concerns of CA and those of the career development community.  This 
study seeks to further this work by providing some empirical insight into how career 
capabilities might be understood and developed in one group that is particularly likely to be 
disempowered. It represents one of a number of recent international attempts to view 
employment- or education-related interventions through the lens of CA (e.g. Berthet, 
Dechezelles, Gouin, & Simon, 2009; Egdell & McQuaid, 2016; Galliott & Graham, 2014, 
2015; Picard, Olympio, Masdonati, & Bangali, 2015; Picard, Pilote, Turcotte, Goastellec & 
Olympio, 2015; Skovhus, 2016).     
 
                                                          
1 Walker (2006) similarly argues that CA offers a distinctive alternative view of education, in contrast to the 
dominant human capital discourse.  
The Prince’s Trust team programme  
The Prince’s Trust is an established UK charity focused on supporting young people who are 
unemployed, facing difficulties at school, or are otherwise disadvantaged in the transition to 
adult life.  The team programme is a 12-week personal development experience for 
disadvantaged young people, intended to re-engage them in work or learning.  It incorporates 
a residential (outdoor activity) week, a community project, and two weeks on a work 
experience placement. There is accredited communications skills input in the classroom, job 
search training and use of visiting speakers (e.g. drug awareness).  It is structured such that 
each week is different, and team-working with peers is a key theme throughout.  Tutors 
provide individual help to support participants to identify their goals beyond the end of the 
12-week period. The programme is delivered by other organisations on behalf of the Trust. In 
the case of this study, the two relevant programme providers were Glasgow Clyde College 
and Edinburgh College. The latter operates as an employability unit known as West 
Edinburgh Action (WEACT), in a multi-agency community setting.  Programme participants 
were in receipt of expenses to cover their travel to the college and lunches.   
The programme is of particular interest as it falls into neither of the main categories of labour 
activation programme that dominate approaches to employability:  work first and human 
capital development approaches.  The approach of the programme is person-focused; not 
instrumental in terms of outcomes, as its funding is not tied to outcomes.  The emphasis is on 
social reintegration, and personally chosen goals beyond the end of the programme.  Whilst 
some support is given with core skills development, notably communication skills, this does 
not dominate the programme.  
 
Method 
The sample consisted of 14 young people who were participants in the Prince’s Trust team 
programme in Scotland. Five were female and four were male.  Participants were in the age 
range 18-24 years, and were diverse in their backgrounds and educational achievement, from 
foundation level qualifications (the most basic available, including accreditation for those 
with special educational needs) up to Higher National Diploma (the level just below an 
undergraduate degree).  They were referred to the Prince’s Trust programme providers from a 
variety of sources including Job Centre Plus, third sector employability agencies, attendance 
at a jobs fair, and personal recommendation from friends or family.  All participants were 
approaching the end of their 12-week programme, enabling them to reflect back on the 
experience. The sample was drawn from four separate cohorts in 2015, delivered by Glasgow 
Clyde College and Edinburgh College.  The young people were given a £10 shopping 
voucher as an incentive to participate.   
Semi-structured research interviews were conducted with each participant averaging 45 
minutes in duration.  The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.  They were then 
subject to qualitative data analysis using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), 
following the guidelines proposed by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009). This approach is 
intended to produce and in-depth understanding of the subjective experience of participants, 
and to understand events through their eyes.     
The project was funded by the Richard Benjamin Trust.  Approval was obtained from the 
ethics and research integrity committee of the School of Applied Sciences at Edinburgh 
Napier University.  A critical realist position was adopted, and participants’ own 
understandings of capabilities was the focus.  The underpinning research philosophy and 
methodological issues arising in applying CA in this study are discussed in more detail 
elsewhere (Robertson, 2017).  
Findings 
The themes emerging from participants’ accounts are outlined here.  These are divided into 
three broad areas. Firstly, the young people’s experiences prior to joining the programme are 
described, secondly their stories of participation in the programme, and finally their 
understanding of the personal outcomes of the programme.  Three themes are identified in 
each of these areas, and illustrated with verbatim quotations.   
Life before the programme 
To understand the impact of the programme on participants, it was necessary to get a sense of 
their lives before prior to joining the programme.  Their accounts focused primarily on three 
areas:  the psychosocial effects of unemployment, lacking a sense of direction, and events or 
individual factors that represented prominent difficulties in their lives.   
Psychosocial impact of unemployment   
Unemployment is known to be associated with negative psycho-social impacts (Paul & 
Moser, 2009).  It is unsurprising to find this coming through strongly in the data. Social 
isolation or reclusive behaviour was a feature of life prior to joining the programme:   
 
“I became a hermit for about two years at one point…I never went out at all…even to 
the shop or anything.” Participant 10 (male)  
“…I was just wasting my life away in bed.  Sleeping all day, up all night, and it was 
just the same routine.  Obviously because I was sleeping all day and never had a 
social life either, because obviously my friends aren’t going to go out at night time, so 
I kind of lost a few friends …from 13 up until not that long ago, I was really quite 
depressed and at the doctors’ and stuff like that…”  Participant 11 (female).  
 
Indeed, direct or indirect references to symptoms of common mental health conditions 
(anxiety and depression) are evident throughout the sample for example:  
 
“Even though I was unemployed before I wasn’t relaxing and I was really, really 
stressed out and I felt terrible about myself.” Participant 12 (male). 
 
The loss or absence of life-career goals.  
 
Several participants reported experiencing a sense of purposelessness, lack of motivation 
or ‘not caring’. In the language of CA, the sample had not identified valued ‘beings’ and 
‘doings’.  For those who had been in settled employment or study, something had 
happened to disrupt their career focus.  In the absence of life-career goals that they had 
reason to value, they were floundering. This had left them unable to deploy the strengths 
and resources already at their disposal in a consistent or focused way.    
 
“I was like unemployed, but employed, I was like getting jobs and not going to 
them…I just didn’t really bother about life.” Participant 12 (male) 
 
“I dabbled in a few jobs but there was nothing I really wanted and then, honestly, the 
majority of the time I did nothing at all…I was in that state of mind when I was young 
where I didn’t really care about working and stuff, but obviously that wasn’t very 
good…I’ve had a lot of personal problems…that stopped me believing in myself and 
doing what I wanted to do.  I just kind of didn’t care about anything until I got older 
now, and a lot of my friends had jobs and they were all doing something with their 
lives.” Participant 11 (female).   
 
“Well it was just that I was losing momentum, because I was applying for tons and 
tons and tons of jobs.  With some of them I was getting to interview stage, but when I 
had to declare my record they were like, no, see you later...In total I have got 93 
offences on my record.  So it’s not a few petty things.  It is quite big stuff.”  Participant 
1 (male).  
 
Important factors and life events  
Most participants gave accounts of life events and discontinuities that had had an impact on 
them prior to joining the programme.  Some of these were unique to individuals in the 
sample, such as a bereavement, and in another instance a substantive mental health issue.  
Three participants were raised and educated overseas and had relocated to the UK; five had 
experienced unstable housing.  Job loss also featured.  
 
“I am an ex-care kid.  Between the ages of 5 and 18 – this will shock you:  was in 42 
different care homes…”  Participant 1 (male).  
 
“My family, we were refugees...I left home…I could either stay in the supported 
accommodation or go to college and be homeless…that’s why I took a year out 
because I couldn’t go to college. I couldn’t live at home…”  Participant 4 (female).   
 
“Then I was a chef…I was pretty awesome at the job, but they chucked me out for, not 
for any reason, I wouldn’t think, but maybe there was a reason I couldn’t grasp.” 
Participant 9 (male).   
 
Several participants, all males, reported periods of weeks or months lost to alcohol or drug 
use:   
“I moved out when I was about 17, 18, and lived in [location] …and that’s high rises. 
Apparently one of the roughest places you can go in Glasgow. I lived there for six 
months.  I didn’t really eat a lot, I only ate biscuits and drank tea, I was smoking 
cannabis at that point …” Participant 9 (male).    
For three male participants, this behaviour extended to serious and persistent anti-social 
criminal offences, including violence, which attracted a custodial sentence:   
“…I am also an ex-gang member…I left the gang when I got out of gaol, when I got 
off from my four-year sentence.”  Participant 1 (male).   
 
Experiences of the programme 
Programme activities were fresh in the mind of participants, so they were able to discuss in 
detail their experiences and feelings about them. Three themes emerged here:  the importance 
of the peer group, overcoming fear, and a sense of having had memorable experiences.   
The importance of the peer group.  
The peer group featured as an important and positive part of the experience for most 
participants.  The groups were so diverse (socially and educationally) that this initially 
presented a challenge to young people who had previously been isolated.  Shared experiences 
seem to enable them to ultimately overcome initial discomfort.    
  
“It was really nerve racking just because there was people coming from all walks of 
life and I had no idea of any of them…I never knew what to expect I was quite scared, 
quite nervous and anxious and stuff…Like the first two weeks, it was kind of, I didn’t 
really talk to anybody.  I was kind of having issues with, like, voicing my opinions and 
saying how I felt but when it came to the residential, which was the third week, that’s 
when I started realising that maybe I should start breaking out to doing things I don’t 
really want to do, and have my own opinion, so that’s what I started doing…” 
Participant 6 (male).  
 
“…at the first communications class…we basically found out that the level we were 
doing was an intermediate one, so I was a bit like a couple of months ago I was doing 
an HND in Journalism, why am I sitting here?…So I wasn’t really ecstatic about 
that…I suppose I was quite judgemental because some of the people who were 
there…I’m like, why am I kind of, at the same level as these people are?  I know that 
sounds really bad…So I was a bit apprehensive, but I thought I’d give it a go, and 
I’ve made some good friends.”  Participant 4 (female) [was subsequently given higher 
level communications work] 
 
“…everybody was on the same boat, but everybody was complete opposite.”  
Participant 12 (male).   
 
Peer support became important during the emotional challenges presented by the programme.  
Many reported having ‘fun’, and this was not a peripheral feature; rather it seemed to be an 
important to giving value and meaning to the programme experience: 
“For me I think – personally – it’s just been a laugh all the way really. I mean there’s 
been a few boring days when [the tutor] just sat there and gone through 
paperwork…nine times out of ten it’s just been a laugh all the way.  I don’t know what 
other way to explain it.  I mean you’re having fun but picking up new stuff at the same 
time…” Participant 1 (male).    
 
 
Overcoming fear 
The programme presented participants with new experiences and these could be anticipated 
with some anxiety. Tutors encouraged rather than pressurised the participants to engage in 
activities that they were initially uncomfortable with, thus giving them opportunities to 
overcome fear.  This was most vivid in accounts of the outdoor residential element of the 
programme.  This included unfamiliar activities, some of which involved coping with fear of 
heights.  Enduring this with the support of peers seemed to provide participants evidence of 
their ability to cope with challenging emotions such as fear.   
 
“Went on a residential trip which was pretty fun, we went away for four days to 
Auchengillan and there, I’m not really an outdoorsy person and they made us do all 
these kind of outdoor challenges, you know, like abseiling and stuff.  I have a major 
fear of heights.  But I felt kind of proud of myself that I still did them.  Even though 
scared I still did them, I overcame my fear and stuff.  So it was pretty good that way.”  
Participant 6 (male).  
 
For other participants, giving an oral presentation was described in similar terms, and 
represented an emotional challenge that was good to overcome:  
“I think one of the things that was terrifying for me actually was presenting myself to 
an audience, which is what I had to do several times.  They are probably a good thing 
for me to do that, and I passed my intermediate II, which was good.”  Participant 7 
(female).  
 
More than one participant talked in terms of being pushed outside of their comfort zone:  
 
“Yeah, it was more useful being pushed outside my comfort zone, yeah.  It’s like it 
wasn’t to begin with.  I wasn’t really good at socialising, so I kind of in my shell and 
stuff, but since coming here for 12 weeks I’ve come out of my shell quite a lot, I’ve 
started socialising and stuff like that.” Participant 6 (male).  
 
The end result of these experiences was a sense of achievement, which helped to bolster self-
esteem:   
“I’ve kind of enjoyed everything that we’ve done. Obviously some things could be 
quite stressful but once it’s over it’s like a sense of accomplishment you get once 
you’ve done it.  That was a good feeling, yeah.” Participant 11 (female).  
 
A sense of having had memorable experiences.   
For some the programme represented a maturational experience.  Participants spoke in 
terms having grown up, and having done a great deal in a short space of time.  For some, 
it appeared to be landmark in their development to adulthood.   
 
“Yes, I think I became more mature in a way, I guess.  Like taking care of myself 
more than what I did before and taking more responsibilities and knowing how to stay 
safe there, in a way. So I think I have changed…” Participant 2 (female).  
 
The eventfulness of the programme could be all the more striking in contrast to the preceding 
period of stagnation:    
“Yeah, I’d say the course has helped me to mature as well because obviously I’d 
never had any experience of doing anything from 17 to 20, but now I do.”  Participant 
11 (female).  
One participant stressed the value of having a structure to her time and being kept busy was 
important.  The notion of time structure as a psychological benefit of work that may be 
denied to the unemployed, was introduced by Jahoda (e.g. 1982), and continues to have 
currency (e.g.  Martella & Maass, 2000).  
“Just to have a reason to get up every day and have a structure to my day…I find it 
helpful that it’s five days a week.”  Participant 4 (female).  
 
Outcomes of the programme 
This study contained no longitudinal element, so the extent to which any benefits from 
participation in the programme may endure cannot be assessed. Furthermore IPA as a method 
of data analysis is not designed to project into the future. Nonetheless participants were seen 
close to the end of their programme and were able to articulate their experiences of the 
impact the programme had on them, and what they expected to take away from it.  Three 
themes emerged here:  improved confidence, life-career goals, and an expectation of ongoing 
social relationships.   
 
Confidence  
Improved confidence was the strongest theme emerging in participants’ accounts of the 
impact of the programme.  
“But I think it’s actually helped me be a wee bit more confident” Participant 14 (male). 
Some participants couched this in terms of improvements to self-esteem:   
 “So then this course helped me to gain…some qualifications and work on my self-esteem 
so then, being on this course has been positive in that way, I guess.  Now I can say that I 
have improved…” Participant 2 (female).  
 
For some it appeared to be a growth confidence in social situations that was particularly 
important, and this improved their ability to speak up for themselves. This appears to connect 
with the capability of “voice” highlighted by Egdell and McQuaid (2006). The capacity for 
self-advocacy that this represents seems to be important aspect to the empowerment of NEET 
young people: 
 
[referring initially to a charity fundraising task] “Gained new skills, gained more 
confidence speaking to people, because I was on the tombola stall, which was really 
good.  People were talking to you, I was taking back.  So I definitely got something out of 
that...because when I first started I never said a word unless somebody spoke to me, but 
now I can start conversations with people, talk more in groups, I give more out.”  
Participant 3 (male).  
 
“Communications, because I find in communications I’ve been more active, more able to 
walk in and help people, talk to people, let them know my feelings, try and help their 
feelings.  It’s nice. I like it.  The Trust is good.  It’s a good programme.  It’s helped me a 
lot, so it has.  Not many people come out of prison get a chance like this…”  Participant 5 
(male).   
 
Some participants reported an enhanced sense of personal agency. Even when marginalised, 
young people can and do exercise some personal agency (Russell, 2016).  There are relevant 
psychological explanations such as Seligman’s concept of learned helplessness (e.g. 
Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978). and particularly Bandura’s (e.g. 1997) concept of 
‘self-efficacy’.  The latter has been successfully applied to career development (e.g.  Betz & 
Hackett, 2006; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994 Gainor, 2006) and is of direct relevance to the 
needs of disempowered groups in society such as NEET young people.   
“…I became more outgoing, I realised I can accomplish things, that it’s not…every time I 
try something…because I thought every time I tried something I was going to fail. So then 
I didn’t try but now I realise that not…every time I fail is not a bad thing…you can take 
something away from it, it’s a learning experience.”  Participant 6 (male).  
 
“I didn’t believe I could do stuff and go out and actually achieve stuff, but now I do.  I 
know what I’m capable of now and I know how to use my skills to do stuff.” Participant 
11 (female).   
 
Personal agency is a central concern of CA.  To this extent it has commonalities with these 
psychological approaches.  However, Sen’s conception of agency is far broader in scope. It 
encompasses not just individual mind-sets, but also the economic, political and legal 
environments within which the freedom to act is facilitated or obstructed.  This might suggest 
a more cautious interpretation, as confidence is not a sufficient condition to achieve desired 
lifestyles.  
 Life-career goals 
Many participants reported developing or regaining a sense of direction from the programme.  
In the language of CA, they emerged with a clearer sense of the ‘beings’ and ‘doings’ that 
they had reason to value.  
 
“For example, I learned how to set goals…my one for the first week was to gain 
confidence, arriving on time, and self-esteem.  They were the goals I made for myself 
… so now I can make bigger goals in life, for example getting into college, work and 
all that stuff.”  Participant 2 (female).  
 
This included occupationally specific goals, or study plans leading to a work.  Some were 
engaged in career exploration or job-seeking activities.  Some found new goals, but often it 
was reconnecting with their pre-existing aspirations.     
 
“Yeah, I’ve applied for ‘Getting into Hotels’, which is a five-week course.  It’s also 
with the Prince’s Trust.  It’s two weeks in a classroom just preparing us, and then 
three weeks’ placement at a hotel, and you’re more likely to get a job at the end of it.” 
Participant 3 (male).  
 
“Yeah, then I can get my FLT. I’ve already done all the research on it: where I am 
going to do my forklift truck licence, if I get the award, how much it costs, when the 
course runs – I’ve got all the information already.”  Participant 1 (male).    
 
“I have got a place at college to do Highers…So doing the Highers give me a chance, 
like…because in the future after Highers [the Scottish equivalent of A levels] I want 
to do Ambulance Studies and become a paramedic, but even if I do change my mind, 
Highers is still something quite general that if I do change my mind from that I can 
use it for something else.” Participant 4 (female)  
 
The valued goals described appeared to be pragmatic or economically instrumental in most 
cases. As might be expected with a group of young people, a minority described goals that 
related more to personal growth. Two had plans involving overseas travel, and another 
planned to study a cultural-related programme of further education.  Proactive behaviour was 
evident: participants were engaging in career exploration. They were encouraged and 
supported by their tutors who adopted a non-directive approach:  
 
 “Well I have found I am applying for a lot more jobs; I’ve got a momentum to go 
forward, because now I know when I don’t have to declare my record…So I have 
pretty much studied that…and after I started applying for all different jobs.  It’s all 
done online, so it’s just a matter of sending a CV off. With me being pretty clued up 
with all this CV stuff…” Participant 1 (male).   
 
[referring to tutors] “Yes, like, they do help us…they don’t choose anything for us, 
they do ask you, do you want to study, volunteer, get a job or go into training after 
this…” Participant 4 (female).   
 
The notion that goal focus is important is far from new, and emerges from a variety of 
perspectives.  For example, Heckhausen, Chang, Greenberger and Chen (2013) concluded:  
“In short, enhanced educational attainment, psychological well-being, and satisfaction with 
job and career progress is selectively due to the motivational commitment guiding youth’s 
experiences and behavior during their transition into adult life.” (p1397). There is an 
established perspective in career theory and research that sees the development of career 
goals in youth as a progressive focusing which requires a reconciliation between interests or 
aspirations, with achievements and environmental constraints, a process shaped by 
considerations of gender (Hirschi & Vondracek, 2009, is a recent example).   
 
Among authors adopting CA, there is some debate about how best to interpret Sen’s notions 
of functionings and capabilities, and how a valued life is determined (and by whom). One 
distinction made by Sen is useful here: that between ‘opportunity freedom’ and ‘process 
freedom’ (Qizilbash, 2011). Opportunity freedom requires that there are opportunities that 
can be realistically accessed, whereas process freedom relates to how choices are made: being 
able to choose autonomously without interference or pressure.  It is clear that short 
programmes cannot impact on demand side factors in the labour market; opportunity 
structures continue to be powerful (Roberts, 2009). Nonetheless, the Princes Trust 
programme appears to have been successful in facilitating process freedom in supporting the 
autonomous choice of goals by the participants.    
 
Expectation of ongoing social relationships 
Several participants hoped or expected to retain friendships with peers beyond the end of the 
programme, in contrast to their pre-programme acceptance of social isolation.  When asked 
what they would take away from the programme, answers included:  
 “Most likely my new-found confidence and this optimistic outlook on life as well.  
And I’m hoping that I keep in touch with some of the guys as well, but I don’t know.  
Because I know some of the girls are going to come back to this college after August, 
so then I think I am coming back as well.”  Participant 6 (male).   
“I have a lot of good memories from this course.  I’ve had fun and I have made a lot 
of good friends.”  Participant 11 (female).  
 Some similarly had expectations of ongoing advice or support from programme tutors 
beyond the end of the programme which appeared to give them some comfort.   
“Yes, and also what I found helpful was, like, the fact that I can come to [tutor] for a 
reference in the future, so [it’s] good.”  Participant 4 (female).  
The cross-sectional design of the study means it is impossible to know if these expectations 
are valid, but it seems likely that social ties built during a programme will tend to erode with 
time.   
Conclusion  
It is important to stress that this study focused on the self-reported experiences of participants 
close to the end of their programme.  It had no longitudinal element.  As a result, the 
evidence available is limited to a subjective perspective at one point in time.  The extent to 
which effects reported are enduring, and result in tangible outcomes such as sustainable 
employment or attainment of study goals cannot be assessed.  Participants’ experiences offer 
an incomplete view of the programme, but nonetheless a valid perspective.  
All the participants reported finding the programme of positive value to a greater or lesser 
extent.  However different elements of the programme were impactful for different people; 
there was no single active ingredient, rather unique reactions to experiences.  It seems that the 
combination of confidence-building activities and a refocusing of life-career goals allows 
participants to deploy their capabilities, and to use their available resources.   
A striking feature of the design of this programme was that it was not likely to make a 
substantial contribution to the human capital of its participants; it was brief and thus making 
only a modest offer in terms of skills development. Nonetheless participants viewed it very 
positively.  In the language of CA, the young people would not have acquired new 
‘commodities’; they left the programme with no additional money and with relatively modest 
development of generic or vocationally specific skills, and social networks.  Nonetheless they 
felt empowered because they were better able to deploy the existing resources at their 
disposal. They reconnected with former work or study identities. Furthermore, they identified 
life-career goals which acted as a focus for this renewed confidence. Again, in the language 
of CA, this might mean they were better able to convert their available resources into desired 
and realistically attainable lifestyles:  valued ‘beings’ and ‘doings’.   
It seems that short programmes to re-engage NEET young people may benefit from the 
following features:  
 Diverse activities allowing participants to find something within a programme that is 
personally meaningful to them as a growth experience. 
 Elements that challenge the participants, as they can build confidence and provide 
evidence of their ability to overcome anxiety and difficulty.  
 Opportunities to experience enjoyable shared challenges with peer group support.  
 Support to identify life-career goals, with the choice made by young people according to 
their own values.  
 
Whilst this prescription is likely to be unremarkable to those involved with guidance for 
youth, it is worth noting that welfare-to-work provision targeted at NEET young people has 
rarely prioritised making friends, having fun, and having lots of memorable if occasionally 
scary experiences.  There have been attempts to measure or place a value on personal 
development or attitudinal change in employability programmes by introducing notions of 
‘soft outcomes’ or ‘distance travelled’ (e.g. Dewson, Eccles, Tackey & Jackson, 2000), to 
contrast with hard outcomes such as placement into employment or achievement of 
qualifications.  These approaches are attractive to some employment support agencies, but to 
date there has been little progress in persuading policy makers to adopt them. To do so would 
be challenging the underlying assumptions of government funded welfare-to-work 
interventions aimed at young people.   
 
The Capability Approach challenges the economic and philosophical bases of established 
policy by suggesting that young people’s values and priorities do have a place in programme 
design, and in the way in which outcomes are evaluated. Young people themselves may then 
choose to be economically active in a focused and sustainable way.   
 
References    
Abramson, L.Y., Seligman, M.E.P & Teasdale, J.D. (1978). Learned helplessness in humans: 
Critique and reformulation.  Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 87, 1, 49-74. 
Ainley, P. & Allen, M. (2010). Lost Generation?: New strategies for youth and education. 
London: Continuum International.   
Arthur, N. (2014). Social justice and career guidance in the Age of Talent. International 
Journal of Educational and Vocational Guidance. 14, 47-60. doi 10.1007/s10775-013-9255-x 
Avis, J. (2014).  "Beyond NEET: precariousness, ideology and social justice–the 99%." 
Power and Education 6,1, 61-72. 
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York, NY: Freeman. 
Bell, D.N.F. & Blanchflower, D.G. (2011). Young people and the Great Recession. 
Discussion paper series, Forschungsinstitut zur Zukunft der Arbeit, No.5674,                   
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:101:1-201105173104 
Berthet, T., Dechezelles, S., Gouin, R. & Simon, V. (2009). Toward a ‘Capability’ analytical 
model of public policy? Lessons from academic guidance issues. 9e Congrès : Asociación 
Española de Ciencia Política : ‘Repensar la democracia: inclusion y diversidad’, Atelier 6 
‘Políticas públicas’ : 6.1 : ‘Modelos, enfoques y perspectivas analíticas actuales en el 
análisis de políticas públicas’. 
Betz, N.E. & Hackett, G. (2006). Career self-efficacy theory: back to the future.  Journal of 
Career Assessment, 14, 1, 3-11.      
Bifulco, L. (2012). Introduction to the Case Studies. Social Work and Society, 10 (1) (online).  
Brandt, M. & Hank, K. (2014). Scars that will not disappear: Long-term associations between 
early and later life unemployment under different welfare regimes.  Journal of Social Policy, 
43, 727-743. doi: 10.1017/s0047279414000397 
Dean, H., Bonvin, J.-M., Vielle, P., & Farvaque, N. (2005). Developing capabilities and 
rights in welfare-to-work policies. European Societies, 7 (1), 3–26. 
Dewson, S., Eccles, J., Tackey, N.D. & Jackson, A. (2000).Guide to Measuring Soft 
Outcomes and Distance Travelled.  Brighton: Institute for Employment Studies/DfEE.   
Duckworth, K. & Schoon, I. (2012).  Beating the odds: Exploring the impact of social risk on 
young people’s school-to-work transitions during recession in the UK.  National Institute 
Economic Review, 222, R38. 
Egdell, V. & McQuaid, R. (2016). Supporting Disadvantaged Young People into Work: 
Insights from the Capability Approach. Social Policy & Administration, 50, 1, 1–18. 
Eichhorst, W. & Rinne, U. (2014). Promoting youth employment through activation 
strategies.  Employment Working Paper no. 163.  Geneva:  International Labour 
Organisation.  Employment Policy Department. 
Eurofound (2016).  Exploring the diversity of NEETs.   Luxembourg:  Publications Office of 
the European Union.  
European Commission. (2016).  Youth unemployment by sex, age and educational attainment 
level.  Eurostat. Last update: 13-07-2016.  Retreived from: 
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do  Brussels: European 
Commission.   
Furlong, A. (2006). Not a very NEET solution: Representing problematic labour market 
transitions among early school-leavers. Work, Employment and Society, 20, 553-569.  doi: 
10.1177/0950017006067001 
Gainor, K.A. (2006) Twenty-five years of self-efficacy in career assessment and practice. 
Journal of Career Assessment, 14,1, 161-178. 
Galliott, N. & Graham, L.J. (2014). A question of agency: applying Sen’s theory of human 
capability to the concept of secondary school student career ‘choice’.  International Journal 
of Research & Method in Education, 37, 3, 270-284.  doi. 10.1080/1743727X.2014.885010 
Galliott, N. & Graham, L.J. (2015). School based experiences as contributors to career 
decision-making: findings from a cross sectional survey of high-school students. The 
Australian Educational Researcher, 42, 2, 179-199. doi: 10.1007/s13384-015-0175-2 
Heckhausen, J., Esther S. Chang, E.S., Greenberger, E. & Chen, C. (2013). Striving for 
educational and career goals during the transition after high school: What is beneficial?  
Journal of Youth and Adolescence 42:1385–1398.   doi: 10.1007/s10964-012-9812-5 
Hirschi, A. & Vondracek, F.W. (2009). Adaptation of career goals to self and opportunities in 
early adolescence,  Journal of Vocational Behavior, 75, 120–128. 
doi:10.1016/j.jvb.2009.05.005 
Hollywood, E., Egdell, V., McQuaid, R. & Michel-Schertges, D. (2012). Methodological 
Issues in Operationalising the Capability Approach in Empirical Research: an Example of 
Cross-Country Research on Youth Unemployment in the EU. Social Work and Society, 10, 1. 
(online). 
Hutchinson, J., Beck, V. & Hooley, T. (2015). Delivering NEET policy packages?  A decade 
of NEET policy in England.  Journal of Education and Work, 29, 6, 707-727.  doi: 
10.1080/13639080.2015.1051519 
Institute of Public Policy & Research (2014). States of uncertainty: Youth unemployment in 
Europe.  
 http://www.ippr.org/publications/states-of-uncertainty-youth-unemployment-in-europe 
Irving, B. & Malik, B. (Eds.) (2005). Critical reflections on career education and guidance: 
Promoting social justice within a global economy. London: Routledge. 
Jahoda, M. (1982).  Employment and unemployment: A social and psychological analysis. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Lent, R.W. & Brown, S.D. & Hackett, G. (1994) Toward a unifying social cognitive theory 
of career and academic interest, choice, and performance. Journal of Vocational Behaviour, 
45, 1: 79-122. 
Lindsay, C., McQuaid, R.W. & Dutton, M. (2007). New approaches to employability in the 
UK:  combining ‘human capital development’ and ‘work first’ strategies.  Journal of Social 
Policy, 36, 4: 539-560.   
MacDonald, R. (2011). Youth transitions, unemployment and underemployment:  plus ça 
change, plus c’est la meme chose? Journal of Sociology, 47, 427-444 
Maguire, S. (2015). NEET, unemployed, inactive or unknown – why does it matter?, 
Educational Research, 57:2, 121-132, doi: 10.1080/00131881.2015.1030850 
Martella, D. & Maass, A. (2000). Unemployment and Life Satisfaction: The Moderating 
Role of Time Structure and Collectivism. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 30, 5, 1095-
1108. 
Müller, W. (2014). Educational inequality and social justice: Challenges for career guidance.  
International Journal of Educational and Vocational Guidance. 14, pp21-33.  doi 
10.1007/s10775-014-9264-4 
Orton, M. (2011). Flourishing lives: the capabilities approach as a framework for new 
thinking about employment, work and welfare in the 21st century. Work, Employment & 
Society, 25, 2, 352–360. 
Otto, H.-U., Atzmüller, R., Berthet, T., Bifulco, L., Bonvin, J.-M., Chiappero-Martinetti, E., 
Egdell, V., Halleröd, B., Kjeldsen, C.C., Kwiek, M., Schröer, R., Vero, J., and Zieleńska, M., 
eds. (2015). Facing trajectories from school to work – towards a capability-friendly youth 
policy in Europe. Cham: Springer International Publishing Switzerland. 
Paul, K.I. & Moser, K. (2009). Unemployment impairs mental health: Meta- analyses.  
Journal of Vocational Behaviour, 74, 3, 264-282. 
Picard, F., Olympio, N., Masdonati, J. & Bangali, M.  (2015). Justice sociale et orientation 
scolaire: l’éclairage de l’approche par les capabilités d’Amartya Sen.  L'orientation scolaire 
et professionnelle, 44,1 [Online] http://osp.revues.org/4515; doi: 10.4000/osp.4515 
Picard, F., Pilote, A., Turcotte, M., Goastellec, G. & Olympio, N. (2015). Opérationnaliser la 
théorie de la justice sociale d’Amartya Sen au champ de l’orientation scolaire : les apports 
d’une étude multicas qualitative et comparative. Mesure et Évaluation en Éducation, 37, 3, 5-
37, doi: 10.7202/1036326ar 
Qizilbash, M. (2011).  Sugden’s Critique of the Capability Approach.  Utilitas, 23, 1, 25-51, 
doi:10.1017/S0953820810000439 
Roberts, K. (1997). Prolonged transitions to uncertain destinations: the implications for career 
guidance.  British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 25, 345-360.  
doi:10.1080/03069889708253813 
Roberts, K. (2009). Opportunity structures then and now, Journal of Education and Work, 22, 
5, 355-368, doi: 10.1080/13639080903453987 
Russell, L. (2016). The realities of being young, unemployed and poor in post-industrial 
Britain.  Power and Education, 8, 2, 160–175.   
Robertson, P. J. (2015). Towards a capability approach to careers: applying Amartya Sen’s 
thinking to career guidance and development. International Journal for Educational and 
Vocational Guidance, 15, 1, 75–88. doi:10.1007/s10775-014-9280-4 
Robertson, P.J. & Egdell, V. (2017). A capability approach to career development: An 
introduction and  implications for practice. Australian Journal of Career Development 
[forthcoming].   
Robertson, P.J. (2017). Identifying and measuring capabilities for career development in 
NEET young people. Recherches sociologique et anthropologique, 47, 2, 83-99.  
Scarpetta, S., A. Sonnet and T. Manfredi (2010). Rising Youth Unemployment During The 
Crisis: How to Prevent Negative Long-term Consequences on a Generation?  OECD Social, 
Employment and Migration Working Papers, No. 106, Paris: OECD. 
doi:10.1787/5kmh79zb2mmv-en 
Sen, A. (1980). Equality of What?  In: S. McMurrin (Ed.)  Tanner Lectures on Human 
Values, Volume 1. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Sen, A. (1985a). Wellbeing, agency and freedom: The Dewey lectures 1984. The Journal of 
Philosophy, 82, 4, 169–221. 
Sen, A. (1985b). Commodities and Capabilities. Amsterdam: Elsevier.  
Sen, A. (1990). Justice: Means versus Freedoms. Philosophy and Public Affairs, 19, 2, 111–
121. 
Sen, A. (1992). Inequality Re-examined. Oxford: Clarendon Press.  
Sen, A. (1993). Capability and well-being. In M. Nussbaum & A. Sen (Eds.), The quality of 
life (pp.30–54). Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press. 
Sen, A. (2004). Capabilities, lists, and public reason: continuing the conversation. Feminist 
economics, 10, 3, 77-80.  
Sen, A.  (2009). The Idea of Justice. London: Penguin. 
Shildrick, T., Macdonald, R., Webster, C. & Garthwaite, K. (2012). Poverty and Insecurity: 
Life in Low-Pay, No-Pay Britain. Bristol: Polity Press. 
Simmons, R. & Thompson, R. (2011).  NEET young people and training for work: Learning 
on the margins. Stoke on Trent:  Trentham Books.  
Simmons, R., Thompson, R., Tabrizi, G. & Nartey, A. (2014). Engaging young people not in 
education, employment or training:  The case for a Youth Resolution. London: University and 
College Union.  
Skovhus, R.B. (2016). A focus on educational choice has social justice consequences – an 
empirical study informed by Sen’s Capability Approach. Journal of the National Institute for 
Career and Educational Counselling, 36, 54-60.   
Smith, J.A., Flowers, P. & Larkin, M. (2009).  Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: 
Theory Method and Research.  London: Sage.  
Spielhofer, T., Golden, S., Evans, K., Marshall, H., Mundy, E., Pomati, B. and Style, B. 
(2010). Barriers to Participation in Education and Training. London: DfE. 
Strandh, M., Winefield, A., Nilsson, K. & Hammarström, A. (2014). Unemployment and 
mental health scarring during the life course.  European Journal of Public Health 24, 440-
445.   
Sultana, R. G. (2014). Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will?  Troubling the 
relationship between career guidance and social justice.  International Journal of Educational 
and Vocational Guidance. 14, 5-19.  doi 10.1007/s10775-013-9262-y 
Thompson, R. (2011). Individualisation and social exclusion:  The case of young people not 
in education, employment or training.  Oxford Review of Education, 37, 785-802.  
doi:10.1080/03054985.2011.636507 
Melanie Walker (2006) Towards a capability‐based theory of social justice for education 
policy‐making, Journal of Education Policy, 21, 2, 163-185,                                                 
doi: 10.1080/02680930500500245 
Yates, S. & Payne, M. (2006).  Not so NEET? A Critique of the Use of ‘NEET’ in Setting 
Targets for Interventions with Young People, Journal of Youth Studies, 9, 3, 
329-344, doi: 10.1080/13676260600805671 
 
   
 
        
 
